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1) Purpose of service and legal context 
The Independent Reviewing Officers’ (IRO) service is set within the framework of the updated 
IRO Handbook, linked to revised Care Planning Regulations and Guidance which were 
introduced in April 2011. The responsibility of the IRO has developed from the management of 
the review process to a wider overview of the child/ young person’s care including regular 
monitoring and follow-up between reviews.  
 
The IRO has a key role in relation to the improvement of care planning for looked after children 
and young people and for challenging poor practice, drift and delay. This requirement includes 
a more enhanced auditing and review role but also provides an opportunity for the IRO service 
to be part of ongoing service and practice development initiatives.   
 
The recently published National Children’s Bureau research entitled ‘The Role of the 
Independent Reviewing Officers (IROs) in England’ (March 2014) provides a wealth of 
information and findings in regard to the efficacy of IRO services and outlines a number of 
important recommendations. The report focuses on the centrality of the IRO role within the 
care planning process. Mr Justice Peter Jackson states: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This highlights the centrality of the IRO service and its significance to ensuring the best 
possible outcomes for our looked after children and young people in Milton Keynes.  
 
This is particularly relevant given Milton Keynes Children’s’ Services family support ethos and 
the accompanying emphasis on child centred planning within a family context. IROs need to 
have strong operational links with social work colleagues and be seen as a positive factor in 
children and young people’s lives. IROs are working hard to consolidate and further develop 
the positive working relationships with social work and other agency colleagues and the 
forthcoming 12 months provide an excellent opportunity to take this forward. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What are we doing about it?   
Milton Keynes IRO service is in a state of transition and has seen significant changes in 
terms of the team’s composition and direction in the past 12 months. The team shares 
leadership and management responsibilities and is seeking to integrate these alongside the 
twin track responsibilities of reviewing looked after children’s situations and overseeing their 
Care Plans (as per the IRO Handbook).   
 
This Annual IRO report provides quantitative and qualitative evidence of our last 12 months 
service provision and has been compiled by operational IROs. 
 

 
The Independent Reviewing Officer must be 
the visible embodiment of our commitment to 
meet our legal obligations to this special group 
of children. The health and effectiveness of the 
IRO service is a direct reflection of whether we 
are meeting that commitment, or whether we 
are failing. 
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i) Professional Profile and Overview of the IRO Service 

Milton Keynes IRO service has changed its structure and operational management over the 
past 12 months.  The service has moved location to a more inclusive working environment 
where IROs are co-located with Child Protection Coordinators, the Local Authority Designated 
Officer (LADO), the Participation Worker and Local Safeguarding Children Board 
professionals. This has enabled a more dynamic working culture to emerge where views and 
opinions are discussed in an open and transparent manner.  
 
The Team manager with responsibility for the IROs left in the summer of 2013 and the post 
was subsequently deleted. Management responsibilities were devolved to individual IROs. The 
Head of Safeguarding has overall responsibility for the IRO service and provides direct line 
management via supervision and practice support when required.  
 
The service has developed a peer group supervision facility whereby IROs meet on alternate 
months and take it in turn to lead on particular practice areas.  
 
The IRO service is closely aligned to quality assurance within the safeguarding arena. This 
involves IROs completing monitoring forms for all child care reviews, compiling quarterly 
reports analysing feedback from service users and professionals participating in child care 
reviews.  These reports are shared at the 6-weekly Children’s Social Care Performance 
Management Meetings. 
 
The IRO service is required to assess the quality of Care Plans, Placement Plans, Health 
Plans and Personal Education Plans (PEPs). Key messages are shared with Social Workers 
and their managers via child care review monitoring forms. This is further reinforced by IROs 
attending operational managers meetings on a quarterly basis. 
 
The IRO team is made up of 4 full time (FT) equivalent professionals working (currently*) at the 
same professional level as Team Managers within Milton Keynes Children’s Social Care 
(CSC). This is comparable to our immediate local authority neighbours (Buckinghamshire, 
Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire and Oxfordshire).  
 
There is one new full time IRO, one retirement and one early retirement on the grounds of ill 
health. Two IROs also had long periods of planned sickness during the reportable period 
creating additional pressures on colleagues. There have therefore been two agency workers 
with the service which has never previously occurred. Regrettably, this has meant some 
children and young people have had different IROs over a limited period of time.   
 
There has been a continued commitment throughout to maintaining one IRO for each looked 
after child/ young person and the team is now stabilised with a core of 4 full time IROs in post.  
 
The demographic profile of the team comprises of 1 female and 3 male FT IROs and 1 male 
and 1 female part time IROs. (The team currently benefits from one additional post provided by 
additional grant funding from the adoption service.)   
 
Milton Keynes has a diverse community profile with approximately 30% of school aged 
children originating from a BME background (Source: Milton Keynes Intelligence Observatory). 
The IRO service has 3 IROs from a white British background and 1 from a BME background.   
 

*The IRO salary was recently reduced as a consequence of a Council wide job evaluation scheme with a loss of £5k/ annum for each full 

time worker 
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The IRO service takes on a diverse range of roles and tasks in addition to the chairing and 
overseeing of the care planning process. These include: 

 Compiling the annual IRO report 

 Completing quality assurance reports 

 Supervision of participation worker 

 Support of the Children in Care Council (‘Today’s Children, Tomorrow’s Future’) 
 
Attendance and participation in:  

 Annual meetings with the Director of Children’s Services 

 The social work improvement board (SWIB) and sub groups (including ICS 
simplification group, Signs of Safety steering group) 

 The virtual school management committee 

 The educational champions group 

 The LAC health forum 

 The placement stability group 

 The permanency tracking group 

 Operational management meetings 

 Service area management meetings (family support and corporate parenting) 

 Performance management meetings 

 South east regional IRO service meetings 

 CICRON (Central Independent Conference Chairs and Reviewing Officers Network) 

 Adoption panels 

 Fostering panels 

 Family justice board meetings 

 Chairing of placement disruption meetings 
 

 

2) Quantative information about the IRO service 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A significant number of older children reached 18 years whilst there has been a steady 
increase in the number of pre-school aged children coming into care (9% increase on figure 
from year ending 2013). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Key statistics: 
 There were a total of 282 looked after children and young people on April 1st, 2013 
 There were a total of 305 (provisional year end data) looked after children and young 

people on March 31st, 2014 
 A total number of 366 children and young people have been looked after over the 

past 12 months 
 The IRO service has completed 789 reviews during this period 

 

My IRO fights for me 

(young person to social 

work manager) 
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i) The following is a typical work profile for an IRO’s week in Milton Keynes (please 
note all identifying information has been changed): 

 

Monday 0900 - 1100: IRO catches up with emails from Emergency Social Work Team 
regarding looked after children’s situations over the weekend. This includes a 
young person who has run away from her placement putting herself at 
significant risk. IRO follows up with Social Worker and discusses ongoing 
safety plans.  

 IROs are well placed to pick up on key themes regarding care plans 
and placement issues and feedback to Social Workers and Managers.   

 
1130 – 1300: IRO attends a professionals meeting regarding a child who is 
accommodated with family friends owing to mother’s mental health 
vulnerabilities.  

 IROs meet with other professionals to determine the best interests of 
the child and whether legal proceedings are necessary.  
 

1300 – 1400: IRO provisionally reviews two cases which have been assigned 
for file auditing before the end of the month. Half a day is dedicated to this task 
and IRO books in time for next week.  
 
1400 – 1600: IRO attends child care review at local school concerning an 11 
year old girl who is on a full care order to Milton Keynes. Meeting involved 
foster carer, mother, supervising placement Social Worker, Teacher, Virtual 
School Representative, Social Worker and CAMHS worker attending and 
presenting their views. IRO chairs the review and it lasts nearly two hours. The 
young person attends the latter part of the meeting. The IRO met the young 
person a week earlier and a feedback form was completed enabling her views 
to be represented.  
 
1600 – 1730: IRO returns to office and completes administrative tasks 
ensuring minutes and outcomes for the review are sent to the correct people.  
 
Notes are added to the child’s electronic case file (Integrated Children’s 
System – ICS) regarding basic details of the review and work undertaken.  
 

 IROs review case files and prepare for child care reviews scheduled for 
the rest of the week. 

 

Tuesday 0800 – 1900: IRO drives together with the Social Worker and supervising 
placement Social Worker to a child care review at a distance concerning a 
young care leaver who has recently moved to supported lodgings.  He has 
received significant support from his Social Worker, despite the distance.  The 
young person attends and chooses to lead the review covering subjects such 
as his education, placement and career plans. The IRO supports the young 
person to so this and ensures all regulatory tasks are covered. 
 
The rest of the day is spent travelling back to Milton Keynes. 
 

Wednesday 0900 – 1230: IRO compiles child care review minutes and outcomes. 
Monitoring review forms for the care planning process are completed and sent 
to the Social Workers and their managers for comment.  
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1300 – 1500: IRO visits an 8 year old child who has a review next week. He 
has been ‘permanently matched’ with his carers and there is positive feedback 
about his situation. IRO speaks to child alone to hear his wishes and feelings, 
particularly in relation to contact with birth family and the IRO agrees to follow 
this up with Social Worker and contact support service. 
 
1530 – 1730: IRO returns to office and leaves a message for the child’s Social 
Worker regarding the earlier visit and the child’s concerns about contact. IRO 
checks ICS for details of recent contacts between child and family and picks 
up on tensions described by contact support worker in her reports.  
 
Urgent phone messages left for IRO from a school regarding a young person’s 
behaviour and vulnerability. IRO emails an acknowledgement of the messages 
and liaises with Social Worker.  
 

 IROs are regularly consulted by other professionals and can help to 
facilitate communication, referring on to Social Workers and Team 
Managers as appropriate. 

  

 
Thursday 

 
0900 – 1500: IRO travels to a review out of area to a family who experienced 
domestic violence in MK, as a result of which the children are on interim care 
orders. IRO had made a joint visit with the Social Worker to the children and 
their mother last month. There are complex family issues which require careful 
assessment. The IRO spends time with both children alone to ensure their 
voices are heard and to make sure they understand the plans for them. 
 
1600 – 1730: IRO returns to office and begins to write up the review and 
ensure that actions are progressed.  
 
IRO makes telephone calls to two foster carers for visits to be made next week 
for forthcoming reviews.  
 

 
Friday 

 
0900 – 1300: IRO reads emails and responds to a number of queries 
regarding looked after children’s situations. These include setting up further 
meetings to review key issues identified in two cases.  
 
Health assessment, care plan, placement plan, previous review 
recommendations are reviewed for child review scheduled for later in the day.  
 
1330 – 1700: IRO travels to children’s home in a nearby authority for a review 
concerning a 12 year old boy. IRO spends 30 minutes talking with the child 
prior to the review. The child attends the review and is assisted to express 
their concerns. 
 
IRO makes notes regarding minutes and outcomes from the meeting. These 
will be completed next week together with the monitoring form of the review 
and care planning process.  
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ii) IRO case load statistics and workload: 
The IRO Handbook (Department for Education, 2010) recommends that case loads for IROs 
should be between 50 and 70.  Nationally, the average caseload for IROs ranges between 50 
and 112 as identified in a recent national benchmarking survey (Ofsted, 2013). The average 
number allocated to each IRO in the authorities surveyed equated to 80 cases.    
 
Milton Keynes has 76 cases for each full time equivalent IRO according to our current work 
profile. The size of caseload alone does not indicate the workload for each IRO, as each 
review involves a range of tasks, plus travel time. Data shows that on average during each 
quarter 27 of our children in care were placed at a distance of between 51 – 100 miles and a 
further 8 over 101 miles from Milton Keynes. The majority of these children and young people 
are placed for positive reasons such as living with family members, adoption placements, 
planned residential placements or sometimes for their safety. 
 
The IRO has a responsibility to visit the child or young person in their placement prior to the 
review in order to ensure that the child’s views are understood and the relevant arrangements 
are made for the review regarding the child’s needs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The diagram below indicates the average case load for each IRO. This is based on the 
assumption that each full time IRO has an equal case load. Further work is needed to develop 
the allocation process and promote consistency for each looked after child, minimising 
unnecessary change: 
 

 
 
The drop in case load numbers for September coincided with the appointment of a temporary 
IRO to focus on children in need of permanency as part of the adoption reform project. 
 
 
 
 
 

Milton Keynes IROs completed approximately 200 reviews each in 2013-2014 which means 
a review is prepared for, organised, travelled to, chaired and written up on most working 
days.  
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iii) CLA population 
The CLA population has seen a gradual increase in the past 12 months as evidenced by the 
following diagram: 

 
 
It must be noted that whilst Milton Keynes’ wider child population is rising significantly (over 
3,000 0-17 year olds according to 2012 mid-year census figures), the looked after population is 
still (pro rata) less than national averages (see diagram below). This is primarily due to the 
long-established family support approach and range of family support provision including 
seven day a week services. The impact on IRO capacity as a result of the rate of increase in 
numbers of looked after children will need to be monitored.  
 

 
 
IROs will need to ensure workloads retain an appropriate balance between activities directly 
concerning looked after children and any additional tasks. 
 
IROs have direct oversight and responsibility for 20 - 30 reviews in any given month. These 
are a combination of initial and subsequent reviews. Attempts will always be made to book 
suitable environments for child care reviews. Milton Keynes is fortunate in having a variety of 
settings available and these will be arranged to minimise disruption to the child (if attending).    
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3) Qualitative information about the IRO service:  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The above graph illustrates a small decrease in reviews held in timescale (within 20 working 
days for a first review, 3 months for the subsequent review and within 6 months for successive 
reviews). This coincides with a year of significant staff changes in the IRO service together 
with some periods of staff absence. IROs have a good practice system in place, covering each 
other’s reviews if the case holding IRO is unable to comply with original arrangements. 
Significantly, there have been no late reviews in the first two months of the current year (2014-
2015). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i) Children and young people’s participation in their own reviews: 
The IRO service will continue to encourage participation of children and young people in their 
reviews as much as possible. All IROs promote the child/ young person’s voice within the 
review and will enable children and young people to chair their review where possible and 
appropriate.  
 
Some IROs note that it can be difficult to maintain the correct focus within reviews, particularly 
as a number of large, formal documents are seen  (PEP, Health Plan, Placement Plan, etc). 
IROs review these documents prior to the meeting and encourage other professionals present 
to ensure the child’s voice is central when discussing other agencies’ information.  
 
 
 
 
 

Josh said at the start of his review: 
‘I am not a looked after child I am me’.  He went on to explain he did not want to chair the 
meeting but neither did he want to hear complex discussions about who should be doing 
what and when. The young person stressed he wanted to be treated as a normal young 
person who had his own views and opinions which needed to be listened to in a meaningful 
way rather than having it ‘rammed down my throat’.  

What are we doing about it?  
 Situation has been ameliorated through the promotion of a stable IRO workforce  
 Establishment of more efficient working processes with business support regarding 

allocation and setting up of initial reviews 

On a month on month basis, 95.5% of reviews were held within timescale, out of 789 
reviews held within the year. 
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Children and young people participated in 592 of the 789 reviews held during 2013-2014.  This 
equates to 75% of reviews, representing an improvement on the previous year’s figure of 70%: 
 

Participation Code Total 
Number  

PN0 – Child Aged under 4 at time of review 
 

174 

PN1 – Child/Young Person attends and speaks for themselves 
 

332 

PN2 – Child/Young Person physically attends and an advocate speaks on his or her 
behalf 

2 

PN3 – Child/Young Person attends and conveys his or her view symbolically (non-
verbally) 

0 

PN5 – Child/Young Person does not attend physically but briefs an advocate to 
speak for him of her 

105 

PN6 – Child/Young Person does not attend but conveys his or her feelings to the 
Review by a facilitative medium (foster carer/ Social Worker/ teacher) 

153 

PN7 Child/Young Person does not attend nor are his or her views conveyed in any 
way to the review  

23 

Total  789 

 
The IRO visits the child or young person prior to their review and encourages them to share 
their views as much as possible. This will then be incorporated into the review if they do not 
attend directly.  
 
 
 
 
There have been a number of cases where the IRO has supported the young person in 
chairing their own review or setting their own agendas. 
 
Only 23 children or young people did not have their views directly/ indirectly represented at 
reviews for 2013-2014. However, this classification was primarily used by an agency IRO who 
was not familiar with working practices within our authority.  
 
IROs actively seek the views of children who do not wish to attend their reviews and determine 
what would assist in getting them there. We use a ‘wishes and feelings’ form to enable children 
and young people to participate in their reviews.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IROs visited over 80% of children and young people prior to their review meetings in  
2013 - 2014. 

 
 

Encouraging children and young people’s participation in their reviews - what are we 
doing about it? 

 IROs are encouraging Social Workers to share the wishes and feelings forms 
 IROs are encouraging Social Workers to undertake direct partnership work with 

children, young people and their relatives through the application of the Signs of 
Safety model of practice 

 We are actively circulating the wishes and feelings form to children and young people 
before their first review 

 IROs attending participation events such as Today’s Children, Tomorrow’s Future 
(TCTF), ‘True Triumph’, ‘Fostering Fun Day, CLA youth club, to enhance our 
relationships and participation in the lives of  our CLA population 
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IROs undertake child care monitoring audits after every review and scrutinise the care 
planning process in addition to the review process. Review audits are collated on a quarterly 
basis and reports are presented to the Children’s Social Care’s Performance Management 
Meeting to enable key quality assurance issues to be shared within the service.   
 
IROs also undertake quarterly reviews of all participants’ views of the meeting process and 
associated processes (preparation/ notification of venue etc).  These reviews are collated and 
presented as reports at the operational managers’ meetings, enabling key messages to be 
shared with relevant operational areas.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The figures depicted above are based on the monitoring feedback forms completed by IROs 
for 2013-2014 and do not cover all reviews. IROs completed review forms for 44% of reviews 
undertaken in 2013-2014.  
 
31% of parents actively participated in their children’s reviews during 2013-2014. IROs and 
case holding Social Workers will encourage parents’ attendance where appropriate*. Where 
possible, IROs will contact them prior to the review and ensure their views and opinions are 
sought should attendance be difficult.  
 
 
 
 

What are we doing about implementing children and young people’s views?  
 

 IROs evidence on ICS when they have spoken to the SW about significant issues 
 IROs evidence on ICS when they have spoken with the child/ young person 
 IROs and SWs consult with the child and young person to select the venue for the 

next review rather that assuming current venue is suitable/appropriate 
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ii) Signs of Safety Practice: 
The Signs of Safety practice approach has been adopted throughout Milton Keynes Children & 
Families Integrated Support & Social Care services and the ethos of partnership working with 
families is initiated from the outset of statutory contact. 
 
Parents are encouraged to share their concerns and difficulties and where possible, joint plans 
are established building on the family’s strengths in an attempt to resolve ongoing difficulties. 
 
*there are occasions where the IRO might not consider it appropriate for the parent to attend the child’s review; examples might include a 

child placed for adoption or long term fostering where the contact arrangements with parents are limited and contentious. In these types of 
cases the IRO/ Social Worker might meet with the parent(s) separately to the review meeting.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IROs are working to incorporate the signs of safety model of practice in to current IRO 
processes. The signs of safety model emphasises partnership working with families and 
ensuring key risks are identified and action plans devised to manage and resolve them. This 
fits well with the IRO practice ethos and reviews now incorporate signs of safety approaches 
when considering a child’s progress in placement, education and in their social activities.  
 

iii) Sharing outcomes and minutes following reviews: 
Distribution of completed review outcomes and reports does not always meet the required 
timescale with approximately 16% being completed within 20 working days of the review for 
2013-2014.  The process followed in Milton Keynes requires outcomes to be available within 5 
working days of the completion of the review. This will be dependent on the completion of 
other ICS processes and this is an area which is under constant improvement through 
supervision, case management and ICS functioning.  
 
IROs are working towards improving their work management in this area and significant 
improvements have been seen since the introduction of additional IT facilities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Signs of Safety (SoS) Practice Model: 
Families are asked at the point of initial referral: 
 

 What are we worried about? (key presenting child care/ child protection concerns) 
 What is working well? (strengths and positive coping strategies in the family) 
 What needs to be done? 

 
Information is collated using a systemic approach to family working. The family are 
encouraged to use available support systems to work together with Children’s Social Care 
to resolve difficulties. 
 
A safety plan is established with key activities defined within a ‘SMART’ framework. 
 
IROs will be using the SoS model of practice to review looked after children’s situations and 
consolidate the CSC assessments and interventions already commenced using this 
approach. 

What are we doing about it? 
 The application of ‘Winscribe’ electronic recording system has enhanced IROs’ work 

efficiency 
 An escalation system has been established to ensure ICS work processes are 

completed within given timescales. 
 New business support processes have been established to ensure timescales are 

met 
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 By year ending (2013-2014) there were no outstanding Outcomes and Minutes awaiting 
completion.  

 
 

 

4) Achievements and impact of IRO service for 2013-2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
i) Children’s views elicited from Reviews  – 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I am not a looked 

after child, ‘I’m me’ 

(Josh) 

‘I don’t want to be like 

a looked after child I 

want to be left alone to 

get on with my life’  

(Hayden) 

‘I’m really enjoying 

college and looking 

forward to being a 

hairdresser’ (Louise) 

 Children and young people’s views: 80% of children and young people were visited 
by IROs prior to their review 

 Timeliness of reviews: More than 95% were held within statutory limits 
 Preparation: IROs reviewed and checked over 3000 key documents concerning looked 

after children’s lives in 2013-2014 
 Contributions and participation of partner agencies: Good working partnerships 

exist with health and education with 50% of reviews being held in local schools 
 Children and young people chairing their own reviews: IROs continue to encourage 

and support children and young people to ‘set their own agendas’  
 Quality of Care Plan: The majority of Care Plans evaluated prior to a review appeared 

to be child centred and relevant with over 90% of those being appraised as ‘good’ 
 Management oversight: IROs work closely with operational managers and working 

relationships will be further reinforced by IRO attendance at operational managers’ 
meetings in 2014-2015 

 Tracking and monitoring of Care Plans: Care Plans are reviewed before and after the 
reviewing process and IROs continue to undertake routine auditing of social care 
practice throughout the year.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I will come 

to my 

reviews when 

I am in year 

6’ (Tom) 
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ii) IRO case studies: 

 

Case study 1: 
Lauren is 14 years old and about to commence GCSE courses. IRO visited ahead of review 
and became aware that Lauren and her carers were unhappy about lack of support and 
consistency at her school. Carers requested a change of school. IRO addressed the issues 
with the school representatives at the CCR. A decision was made to set up a separate 
professionals’ meeting, involving the virtual school team. A decision was then made to change 
schools. This was in July and Lauren moved to her new school in September. She has been 
much happier, has a much better curriculum and support and is making better progress. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case study 2: 
Suki is a 2 year old girl. She lives with her maternal grandmother as a result of her mother’s 
alcohol dependency problems impairing her abilities to care for Suki. The mother has made 
significant steps forwards and is now no longer using alcohol. The IRO has helped her 
represent her views and feelings at Suki’s reviews and based on evidence from the 
professionals involved, work is now in progress to enable Suki to return to her mother’s care.  
 
 

Case study 3: 
‘My name is Adil, I am resident in a children’s home out of area. I have known my IRO since I 
was 13 and I am now 17. Out of all the people I have dealt with since being in care my IRO 
has been the one that has listened to me and wanted to do the best for me. When I was told I 
was moving to a hostel my IRO stopped this from happening as he knew from meeting with me 
that this would not have been right. Throughout my life I have been moved from home to home 
without anyone listening to what I truly want. Without my IRO I probably would not be where I 
am now. He has been the one that has stood by me listening to me and how I feel about my 
future and helping me move on positively to achieve the best possible outcomes in my life’  

Case study 4: 
Marvin is a 10 year old boy with severe learning disabilities placed full time in specialist 
residential provision with education. He struggles to relate to people and needs security and 
stability in his life. Like all children in residential provision this placement has been subject to 
scrutiny to explore whether he would now be better placed in a family setting. The IRO and 
Social Worker have discussed Marvin’s needs with management and helped to evidence why 
Marvin’s needs are best met within a residential setting rather than a foster placement. 

Case study 5: 
Marcia, aged 17, complained at her review that she was unhappy about police interview and 
process when she had disclosed historic abuse. Having discussed with Social Worker and 
manager and checked the child’s records the IRO approached Milton Keynes Safeguarding 
Children Board for advice. The IRO then met with the police about this and the young person 
also submitted a complaint. As a result the police investigation (which had been closed) was 
re-opened and the Foster Carer later reported Marcia felt she had been heard and that things 
were being taken seriously now. 
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iii) Effectiveness of IRO service: 
IROs complete over 95% of first reviews within timescales. This can sometimes be in a series 
of meetings (as endorsed by the IRO Handbook) but overwhelmingly this will be in a single 
meeting. 
 
Subsequent reviews are booked in timescale leaving some flexibility to enable changes to be 
made if needed. Less than 5% of second and subsequent reviews were late due to changes of 
personnel or the circumstances of the young person/carer (bereavements, holidays etc).  
 
Young people report in their feedback that they feel satisfied with the level of support from their 
Social Worker in preparation for the review. Steps are being taken to ensure that children and 
young people’s views are recorded on ICS when relayed directly to the IRO. 
 

iv) Preparation & involvement of families within the reviewing process: 
Families are often well prepared but the sharing of reports prior to the review can be 
problematic, particularly if the current complicated report pro forma is used (see v) below). 
IROs will ensure information is shared with families prior to reviews and will ascertain this has 
occurred in pre review contact.  
 
Engagement with parents especially where the child has limited contact is essential to planning 
for the child, as we are aware that between ages 14 and 19 most young people will make 
attempts to meet with family members. IROs have noted that fathers need to be involved more 
frequently in discussions and planning for their children. This can sometimes be problematic, 
particularly when the father has perpetrated domestic violence or abusive behaviours. 
 
 
 
 
 
The use of social network media (for example, Facebook) has increased this need given the 
frequency of looked after children (particularly older teenagers) making links and contacts 
themselves.  IROs regularly review this issue and Milton Keynes Safeguarding Children Board 
provides specialist training, enabling professionals to gain a good overview of the use of social 
media amongst children and young people.   
 

v) Review documentation: 
It has been widely acknowledged that the child care review minutes and outcome documents 
generated by ICS are not ‘user friendly’. An IRO is part of a working group looking at how to 
enhance the accessibility and user friendliness of review documentation.  
 
Sharing these documents with a young person or their parents often causes confusion rather 
than clarifying important issues. Some young people have asked if it would be possible to have 
just a single page report with the key areas for discussion laid out in easy to understand 
language. 
 
 

Further work is needed to ensure fathers are fully involved in planning for their children and 
where possible, are involved in contact and rehabilitation plans. 

Case study 6: 
Anna is a 17 year old. She is living in semi-independent accommodation with her new baby. 
She is supported by the father of the baby and his mother. This is her last review and she is 
keen to point out the excellent service she has received from the Social Worker. The IRO 
ensured that this information was passed to the Team Manager for appropriate recognition. 
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IROs need to ensure that the outcomes and minutes are accessible to children and parents. 
This process has been aided by Business Support and IROs being located in adjacent office 
space, so information is shared promptly and any administrative difficulties can be resolved.  
 
IROs continue to review Care Plans, Health Plans, PEPs and Placement Plans and comment 
(where appropriate) on the quality in the review. This is formally captured via a review 
monitoring form which is completed by the IRO after the review.  Reports are compiled on a 
quarterly basis and key messages are shared with managers at the Children’s Social Care 
Performance Management Meeting. 
 
Key practice issues can be highlighted via this meeting together with any significant trends. For 
example, the need to include parents within the review process was recently discussed and 
the importance of the Social Worker being proactive in their engagement with parents, no 
matter how difficult presenting issues might be. 
  
It is the IRO’s responsibility to initiate the process for adoption once this has been confirmed at 
a review meeting. IROs will tick the box on ICS indicating the need for a review of adoption 
plans and this will then initiate the process. IROs will also send a separate outline report to the 
adoption manager indicating the need for adoption.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
vi) Monitoring and tracking of Care Plans between LAC Reviews:   

Ofsted (2013) have highlighted the need for IROs to rigorously overview Care Plans for the 
LAC population. This is currently undertaken formally before each review and the care plan is 
then scrutinised within the review. IROs routinely complete review forms commenting on the 
quality of the Care Plans. These outcomes are shared with the Social Worker and the 
supervising manager. The following chart illustrates the high quality of Care Plans. Please 
note, we made a decision to change the rating system to align ourselves to Ofsted 
recommendations. Hence for the first two quarters, Care Plans were scored out of 5 with 5 
being highest. In the second two periods, the Ofsted system was adopted with a rating system 

What are we doing about this? 
 

 Further work is being undertaken to design and develop more user friendly ICS 
documentation. 

 This will be trialled with children and young people and feedback will be incorporated 
into its ongoing implementation.  

 IROs are using more child friendly language in documentation and this is being 
explored in peer group supervision.  

Service improvements regarding adoption: 
An additional 12 month IRO post has been in place since September 2013 as part of the 
adoption reform project. This has assisted ‘cross over’ processes between the two services, 
forging stronger links between the IROs and the Adoption Team. Regular attendance at the 
Placement Stability and Permanency Tracking Group has ensured that clear lines of 
communication have been established in respect of individual children as well as picking up 
wider trends. The IRO has chaired Family Finding Meetings for a number of children and 
Young People and this has helped the team develop an understanding of the challenges 
faced in identifying adoption and permanency. The outstanding cases where children were 
facing delays in permanency have now been resolved. The IRO sits on the Adoption Panel 
which has provided an opportunity to carefully consider the issues of matching. 
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of 1-4 with 1 being the highest. All four periods show consistently high quality Care Plans with 
no Care Plans being adjudged as being poor or inadequate: 
 

 
 

vii)  Management oversight: 
The IRO service is developing a self-regulatory practice approach where key practice issues 
are shared informally and formally amongst colleagues. Action plans are developed and taken 
forward to ensure practice issues are resolved promptly. The IROs’ Head of Service 
(Safeguarding) is accessible and responsive to key service challenges and represents the IRO 
service on a senior management level at the Children’s Services Management Team. 
 

 

5) Quality Assurance of the IRO Service 
 

i) Auditing and observations 
Quality assurance activities are central to our IRO service. The process of reviewing a child’s 
care plan at the review meeting is essentially concerned with checking the relevance of plans 
and determining if involved professionals are doing what they should be in promoting the best 
possible outcomes for the looked after child/ young person.  
 
Recent government circulars (Ofsted 2013) have reinforced the IROs’ quality assurance 
function and this will need to be further enhanced in the service during 14-15. 
 
IROs continue to have a significant role in auditing key care planning processes. Monitoring 
forms are routinely completed after each review and the child/ young person’s Care Plan, 
Placement Plan, Pathway Plan (if applicable), PEP and Health Plan are all scrutinised and 
graded based on the Ofsted rating system. All feedback on Reviews from IROs is individually 
shared with Social Workers and their Managers. Figures are collated on a quarterly basis and 
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then fed back to the Performance Management Meeting. Key messages are shared and action 
plans devised to address any practice issues/ deficits identified by the IROs.  
 
314 reviews were audited (44%) out of the total number of reviews for 2013-2014. This needs 
further development although time constraints often militate against completing review forms 
for every review undertaken. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IROs also undertake quarterly audits of all review participants over a fortnightly period. These 
audits provide important feedback on the IRO service and enable us to focus on what is 
working and what needs to change. Audits of the IRO service are also shared with the AD 
CSC’s Performance Management Meetings.  
 
IROs are specifically required to oversee Care Plans on an ongoing basis and IROs ensure 
this is undertaken as part of core activities. Interim communication with Social Workers and 
other professionals may be undertaken following a visit to a looked after child/ young person in 
between review dates. This enables IROs to feedback key concerns/ recommendations to the 
case holding Social Worker and other professionals, ensuring the Care Plan is appropriate and 
addressing needs that were identified at the last review or have subsequently emerged.  
 

ii) Problem resolution and escalation 
 

Disruption meetings regarding long term and pre adoption placements are carried out by IROs 
in addition to other Safeguarding Team professionals. These meetings provide a good 
opportunity for IROs to feedback on key issues relating to placement continuity and stability. 
IROs have chaired 2 placement disruption meetings during 2013-2014. These have involved 
the investigation and resolution of key areas in long term family or adoption placements which 
have contributed to a placement breaking down.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IROs have a good working relationship with operational Managers and Social Workers. This is 
enhanced by Milton Keynes being a relatively small unitary authority with all IROs having had 
significant experience in a variety of teams within local authorities and other agencies. IROs 
are able to raise concerns relating to procedural processes or practice issues directly with 
Social Workers, working towards resolution without having to escalate the situation to 
management level.  
 
There have been approximately 50 instances where situations have been escalated to 
management level. Managers have then intervened and all situations have been resolved 
satisfactorily. These include: 
 
 

Key learning points emerging from these meetings include: 
1) Ensuring foster carers are able to validate and meet the needs of young people 

exploring their ethnicity and heritage 
2) Ensuring foster carers are able to recognise emotionally challenging behaviours and 

use skills to address behavioural difficulties before they become a major crisis. 

What are we doing about this? 
 IROs are working with the ICS Simplification Group to ensure monitoring forms are 

incorporated in to ICS processes to promote completion 
 Key issues are shared with Social Workers and Managers even when the monitoring 

form has not been completed 
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1) Care Plans not being updated and completed in time for review meetings 
2) PEPs not being completed in time for review meetings 
3) Children and young people accommodated under s20 when it seems clear legal 

proceedings are needed  
4) Children not being visited within statutory time scales 
5) Changing of placement being either opposed or promoted  
6) Placements and education not working effectively for children and young people 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This area needs further work and development in 2014-2015 given the devolved management 
responsibilities within the IRO service and the continued emphasis on realistic and meaningful 
oversight of the care planning process for the LAC population. 
 

iii) Supervision and training 
IROs hold group supervision sessions alternate months. These are facilitated by an individual 
IRO and will cover subjects particularly pertinent to the IRO service. These have included 
reviewing the signs of safety model of practice and looking at parents with mental health 
difficulties.  
 
IROs have held two team days exploring key service development themes (work load 
management, consistency of practice, representation on key practice development/ policy 
groups, etc.) IROs receive one to one supervision from the Head of Safeguarding on alternate 
months to group supervision arrangements, plus as required.  
 
IROs are encouraged to attend in house training opportunities and also participate in regional 
and national IRO forums. This is particularly relevant given the need to enhance the IRO 
service further and encompass additional tasks and responsibilities.  
 

iv) Achievements for this last year  

 IROs have attended the ‘True Triumph’ day for the CLA population and actively 
encouraged children and young people’s participation 

 All minutes and outcomes have been completed for the CLA population by the end of 
year. 

 IROs have taken on additional responsibilities including enhanced quality assurance 
tasks, supervision and support of participation work and representing the service at 
regional IRO events. 

 IROs have taken a more proactive role in overseeing and critiquing the care planning 
process, helping Social Workers to be more focused on children and young people’s 
needs. 

 

 
 

There have been no situations requiring the application of the formal Dispute 
Resolution Process. This highlights: 
 

 The accessibility of the IRO service 
 The IRO service’s effective integration in to care planning processes 
 The positive working relationships existing between IROs and their social work 

colleagues 
 The high level of commitment of Milton Keynes CSC to meeting the needs of 

children and young people 
 The effective application of informal resolution processes 
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6) Annual work programme for next year April 2014 – March 2015  

 
i) Key objectives: 

 
 Minutes and Outcomes to be produced and distributed in a timely fashion as per the 

IRO Handbook (2010), i.e. outcomes within 5 working days and minutes within 20 
working days from each Review Meeting. IROs will work with Business Support, Social 
Workers and their line managers to achieve these improvements by 30th September 
2014. 
 

 ICS review documentation to be more ‘user friendly’. An IRO representative will work 
with the ICS Simplification Sub-Group and service-users to produce minutes and 
outcomes which are accessible to young people, their families and carers. This will be 
achieved by March 31st 2015.  
 

 IROs to regularly attend operational managers’ meetings and feedback key messages 
regarding operational concerns/ observations/ positive practice. A rota will be drawn up 
ensuring IROs are represented throughout 2014 – 2015.  
 

 IROs to attend regional forums and incorporate new national guidance/ 
recommendations into local service. A rota will be drawn up ensuring IROs are 
represented throughout 2014 – 2015.  
 

 IROs to work jointly with the Corporate Parenting Team to develop and lead practice 
workshops for Social Workers regarding permanency planning. Quarterly workshops will 
be set up with the Fostering, Adoption and Corporate Parenting Teams, to commence 
from October 2014. 
 

 IROs to set up new systems ensuring that Care Plans are reviewed ‘mid-term’ between 
reviews and additional visits are made to the CLA population. IROs will complete routine 
mid-term reviews of care plans via the ICS system adding a case note throughout 2014- 
2015. (A new ICS heading will need to be added as part of this action.) 
 

 IROs to ensure that the Signs of Safety model of practice is effectively integrated in to 
the reviewing process and reviewing forms are updated to encompass Signs of Safety 
practice requirements throughout 2014- 2015. 
 

 IROs to consistently review the care planning process via the ‘CCR monitoring form’ 
and increase the percentage completed. A target of 80% completion rate will be 
attained throughout 2014-2015. 
 

 IROs to ensure that significant activity in relation to the Care Plan, carried out with or on 
behalf of children and young people, is evidenced in their ICS records and other 
documentation. This will be evidenced throughout 2014-2015. 
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ii) Overview and Summary  
 

This has been a challenging year for the IRO service with significant changes in the 
operational team and new priorities developing both on a local and national level. 
 
The IRO service has seen significant personnel changes but remains a cohesive and 
established service. Further staff changes are anticipated later this year (2014-2015) and 
these will need to be assimilated and managed with minimal disruption to the CLA population.  
 
The IRO service continues to be a key and constant participant in promoting high quality care 
planning and the best possible outcomes for looked after children and young people. This has 
sometimes been hampered by the high turnover of social care staff and attendant operational 
pressures reflecting the changing nature of local authority service provision.  
 
The IRO service continues to enjoy a unique position within the statutory sector, promoting 
excellent practice throughout MK’s children’s social care provisions through our reviewing and 
auditing processes. In addition to this ongoing commitment, we will seek to consolidate and 
further develop our positive working relationships with our colleagues. We will assist them in 
their continued support of some of our most vulnerable children and young people through 
helpful constructive advice, the formal reviewing process and beyond in to ongoing care 
planning. 
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